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This	  is	  a	  guide	  to	  using	  research	  evidence	  when	  deliberaGng	  about	  
educaGonal	  policies.	  It	  is	  intended	  for	  teachers,	  for	  school	  heads,	  for	  boards	  of	  
governors	  –	  for	  anyone	  who	  has	  to	  seMle	  on	  policies,	  programmes	  or	  
approaches,	  whether	  for	  a	  singe	  student,	  a	  whole	  class,	  a	  school	  or	  an	  enGre	  
school	  district.	  It	  supposes	  that	  research	  evidence	  can	  help	  make	  for	  beMer	  
decisions	  about	  what	  will	  work	  for	  your	  student,	  your	  class,	  your	  school	  or	  in	  
your	  district	  but	  that	  there’s	  no	  recipe	  for	  how	  to	  use	  research	  evidence,	  
there’s	  no	  simple	  read	  across	  from	  research	  evidence,	  no	  maMer	  how	  good	  
the	  quality	  of	  it,	  to	  what	  will	  be	  likely	  to	  work	  for	  you	  here	  and	  now.	  You	  have	  
to	  reason	  that	  out	  as	  best	  you	  can.	  This	  pamphlet	  provides	  some	  informaGon	  
and	  some	  strategies	  that	  can	  make	  that	  reasoning	  easier	  and	  more	  reliable.	  	   
Consulting research results can help you make better 
decisions about what will work for your students, here 
and now. But how do you make the most of this 
evidence for more reliable decisions?  
We	  oﬀer	  some	  strategies	  for	  expressing	  what	  you	  already	  know	  about	  a	  
problem	  in	  more	  explicit	  ways,	  and	  thinking	  about	  how	  to	  combine	  that	  
knowledge	  with	  evidence	  from	  academic	  research	  on	  ‘What	  Works’.	  This	  will	  
help	  turn	  the	  evidence	  of	  what	  works	  that	  you	  ﬁnd	  at	  places	  like	  the	  EducaGon	  
Endowment	  FoundaGon	  into	  predicGons	  of	  what	  is	  likely	  to	  work	  here	  and	  
now.	  	  	  
Making	  Your	  Decision	  
	  
Working	  out	  what	  intervenGons	  will	  	  help	  your	  school	  typically	  requires	  some	  
understanding	  of	  the	  causes	  of	  success	  or	  failure	  of	  an	  intervenGon.	  	  You	  need	  to:	  
•  know	  where	  your	  school’s	  weaknesses	  lie,	  	  
•  work	  out	  as	  best	  you	  can	  what	  the	  causes	  of	  these	  weaknesses	  are,	  	  
•  predict	  what	  is	  likely	  to	  happen	  if	  you	  carry	  on	  without	  a	  change	  of	  pracGce,	  
•  propose	  some	  possible	  courses	  of	  acGon,	  	  
•  think	  through	  	  
•  what	  would	  probably	  happen	  under	  these	  alternaGves	  
•  what	  the	  costs	  and	  beneﬁts	  would	  be	  
•  for	  whom,	  and	  then,	  
•  decide	  the	  best	  course	  of	  acGon.	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Steps	  and	  Strategies	  for	  Thinking	  about	  the	  Evidence	  
THREE	  STEPS	  
I	   	  IdenGfy	  the	  challenges	  for	  your	  school	  or	  your	  
students	   and	   their	   causes.	   The	   challenge	  might	   be	  
poor	   aMainment	   in	  maths,	   and	   the	   cause	   could	   be	  
diﬃculty	  reading	  wriMen	  maths	  problems.	  
II	   	  Consider	  how	   the	   intervenGon	   is	   supposed	   to	  
work	  and	  think	  about	  whether	  it	  can	  do	  that	  in	  your	  
case.	  For	  example,	  one-­‐to-­‐one	  tuiGon	  is	  supposed	  to	  
work	   by	   giving	   intensive	   support	   to	   help	   students	  
catch	  up	  with	  their	  peers;	  this	  might	  not	  work	  	  if	  the	  
student	   has	   a	   SEN	   that	   means	   that	   catching	   up	   in	  
that	  way	  is	  unlikely.	  
III 	   IdenGfy	  what	   support	   factors	   are	   needed	   for	  
the	   intervenGon	   to	   work,	   and	   evaluate	   whether	  
those	   support	   factors	   are	   present.	   One	   support	  
factor	   	   might	   be	   having	   a	   suﬃciently	   qualiﬁed	  
member	  of	  staﬀ	  to	  deliver	  the	  one-­‐to-­‐one	  tuiGon.	  	  
SEVEN	  STRATEGIES 
	   
1.	  Spider-­‐grams 
2.	  Chain	  maps 
3.	  Measuring	  intermediate	  
outcomes 
4.	  Cake	  diagrams 
5.	  Crystal	  ball	  method 
6.	  Quick	  exit	  decision	  trees 
7.	  IntervenGon	  score-­‐cards 
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STEP	  ONE	  –	  Iden3fy	  the	  challenges	  and	  causes	  
	  How do you identify the challenges your students are facing? 
How do you identify their causes?  
O\en,	  you	  will	  have	  some	  data	  to	  start	  with,	  perhaps	  internal	  
marks	  or	  scores	  from	  external	  assessments.	  A	  group	  of	  students	  
may	  be	  scoring	  below	  average	  in	  a	  parGcular	  subject.	  But	  why	  
that’s	  happened	  and	  what’s	  missing	  can	  be	  a	  challenge	  to	  ﬁgure	  
out.	  The	  school	  environment	  is	  complex.	  	  
In	  this	  secGon,	  we	  are	  going	  to	  show	  you	  sources	  of	  bias	  and	  
sources	  of	  complexity	  that	  make	  deliberaGon	  about	  outcomes	  in	  
schools	  such	  a	  challenge,	  and	  some	  strategies	  that	  will	  help	  you	  to	  
overcome	  them.	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Complexity	  and	  bias	  
	  
	  
	  
Sources	  of	  complexity	  
No	  single	  cause,	  no	  single	  cure.	  Students	  face	  a	  variety	  of	  challenges.	  
It	  is	  rare	  to	  ﬁnd	  a	  single	  problem	  and	  it	  is	  rare	  to	  ﬁnd	  a	  single	  
intervenGon	  that	  can	  help	  with	  a	  student’s	  complex	  of	  problems.	  	  
Diﬀerent	  values.	  What	  is	  to	  be	  achieved,	  what	  counts	  as	  success,	  and	  
what	  are	  the	  costs	  and	  beneﬁts	  of	  diﬀerent	  intervenGons	  may	  not	  be	  
fully	  agreed.	  	  For	  example,	  students,	  parents	  and	  teachers	  may	  diﬀer	  
on	  acceptable	  levels	  of	  homework,	  classroom	  techniques	  or	  overall	  
objecGves.	  It	  is	  not	  always	  easy	  to	  idenGfy	  what	  the	  goal	  should	  be.	  
Mul3ple	  par3cipants.	  Students’	  success	  is	  aﬀected	  by	  their	  family,	  
peers	  and	  community.	  Each	  may	  maMer	  to	  the	  outcomes.	  Each	  may	  
have	  interests	  that	  need	  to	  be	  taken	  into	  account.	  
Overlapping	  causes.	  Addressing	  a	  cause	  of	  several	  problems	  at	  once	  
can	  be	  a	  good	  strategy	  if	  that	  cause	  can	  be	  tackled.	  But	  that	  cause	  
may	  not	  be	  easily	  accessible	  nor	  the	  most	  open	  to	  change.	  	  
Choose	  your	  baQles.	  SomeGmes	  it	  is	  beMer	  to	  tackle	  a	  problem	  
indirectly.	  	  For	  example,	  rather	  than	  insisGng	  that	  homework	  be	  done	  
at	  home,	  you	  may	  want	  to	  set	  up	  an	  a\er	  school	  club.	  SomeGmes	  you	  
may	  have	  to	  seMle	  for	  addressing	  a	  diﬀerent	  problem.	  If	  you	  can’t	  
improve	  a	  student’s	  maths	  scores,	  perhaps	  you	  can	  improve	  their	  
history	  marks	  (perhaps	  in	  order	  to	  boost	  a	  student’s	  conﬁdence).	  
Sources	  of	  Bias	  
Conﬁrma3on	  bias	  –	  holding	  on	  
to	  a	  belief	  despite	  new	  
informaGon	  that	  tells	  against	  it.	  
Anchoring	  bias	  –	  the	  ﬁrst	  
impression	  of	  a	  student	  or	  class	  
or	  a	  proposed	  intervenGon	  can	  
shape	  the	  future	  interpretaGon	  
of	  informaGon	  about	  them.	  
Availability	  bias	  –	  being	  
selecGve	  about	  what	  
informaGon	  to	  consider,	  with	  
most	  aMenGon	  being	  given	  to	  
informaGon	  that	  is	  vivid,	  
concrete	  and	  recent.	  
The	  fundamental	  aQribu3on	  
error	  –	  the	  tendency	  to	  explain	  
other	  people’s	  behaviour	  as	  due	  
to	  internal	  personality	  traits	  
with	  insuﬃcient	  aMenGon	  to	  the	  
context	  in	  which	  they	  acted.	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Strategy	  1:	  Spider-­‐gram	  
	  
Spider-­‐grams	  help	  you	  visualise	  the	  	  
challenge	  you	  face	  and	  its	  causes.	  
Depict	  your	  main	  problem	  (e.g.	  ‘slow	  
progress	  in	  maths’)	  in	  the	  centre	  
with	  possible	  causes	  around	  it.	  	  
Mark	  the	  ones	  that	  tend	  to	  increase	  
the	  eﬀect	  with	  +,	  those	  that	  diminish	  
it,	  with	  –	  (or	  using	  colours).	  
A	  key	  cause	  in	  most	  urgent	  need	  of	  
tackling	  can	  emerge.	  It	  might	  be	  	  a	  
very	  diﬀerent	  factor	  from	  the	  one	  
you	  iniGally	  idenGﬁed.	  
It	  would	  be	  nice	  if	  we	  could	  in	  every	  case	  draw	  a	  spider-­‐gram	  which	  is	  plainly	  the	  best.	  But	  the	  
story	  is	  nearly	  always	  underdetermined.	  That	  means	  the	  evidence	  available	  is	  insuﬃcient	  to	  
idenGfy	  for	  sure	  which	  conclusion	  we	  should	  reach.	  	  In	  trying	  to	  understand	  why	  a	  student	  is	  
struggling	  with	  maths,	  it	  may	  be	  possible	  to	  idenGfy	  some	  salient	  factors.	  	  But	  there	  may	  be	  
other	  factors	  that	  are	  causally	  important	  but	  not	  immediately	  clear,	  e.g.	  a	  problem	  with	  
another	  sibling	  at	  home	  that	  stops	  them	  from	  concentraGng	  in	  class.	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STEP	  TWO	  –	  Find	  and	  evaluate	  possible	  solu3ons	  
	  
8	  
Their	   informaGon	   is	   a	   good	   starGng	   point.	   You	   can	   learn	   from	   the	   resource	   centres	   about	   what	  
intervenGons	  have	  worked	  and	  not	  worked	  elsewhere	  and	  how	  much	  they	  tend	  to	  cost.	  They	  may	  also	  
oﬀer	  insights	  about	  how	  and	  why	  an	  intervenGon	  is	  supposed	  to	  work,	  or	  about	  the	  kinds	  of	  schools	  
or	  students	  for	  whom	  the	  intervenGon	  has	  worked	  in	  the	  past.	  But	  you	  will	  have	  to	  evaluate	  which	  of	  
these	  intervenGons	  can	  work	  in	  your	  school.	  
	  
Suppose	  that	  teaching	  phonics	  early	  in	  primary	  educaGon	  has	  improved	  outcomes	  in	  reading	  ages	  in	  a	  
variety	  of	  schools	  studied.	  It	  may	  be	  that	  this	  intervenGon	  does	  not	  work	  for	  students	  with	  dyslexia.	  
Or,	   suppose	   that	   evidence	   suggests	   that	   more	   Gme	   for	   team	   sports	   is	   a	   great	   way	   to	   moGvate	  
students	   and	   it	   helps	   them	   concentrate	   beMer	   during	   lessons,	   but	   in	   your	   sefng,	   team	   sports	   go	  
against	   the	   cultural	   tradiGons	   of	   a	   signiﬁcant	   group	   of	   students,	   keeping	   them	   from	   parGcipaGng.	  
Then	  you	  might	  not	  get	  the	  eﬀect	  hoped	  for.	   It	  could	  even	  have	  a	  negaGve	  eﬀect,	  for	   instance	   	   if	   it	  
seems	  to	  exclude	  or	  sGgmaGse	  students.	  NoGng	  these	  issues	  early	  means	  you	  can	  choose	  a	  diﬀerent	  
intervenGon	  that	  does	  have	  the	  power	  to	  improve	  outcomes	  in	  your	  sefng.	  
	  
Once	   you	   idenGfy	   the	   problems	   your	   students	   face	  
and	   their	   causes,	   you	   need	   to	   ﬁnd	   intervenGons	   to	  
tackle	  them.	  
Various	   resource	   centres	   can	   help.	   The	   EducaGon	  
Endowment	  FoundaGon	   (especially	   the	  EEF’s	   toolkit)	  
is	   likely	   to	   be	  most	   relevant.	   The	   Early	   IntervenGon	  
FoundaGon	  may	  also	  be	  helpful.	  
	  
Making	  the	  Most	  of	  the	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  -­‐
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Thinking	  about	  averages	  
Results	  reported	  by	  What	  Works	  sites	  tend	  to	  be	  averages:	  the	  average	  eﬀect	  of	  the	  intervenGon	  
across	  individuals	  in	  the	  study.	  They	  are	  averages	  obtained	  on	  trial	  populaGons	  that	  may	  be	  like	  
yours	  but	  may	  be	  diﬀerent.	  
Suppose	  you	  are	  thinking	  about	  an	  individual	  student.	  You	  know	  that	  where	  there	  is	  an	  average	  
there	  is	  o\en	  a	  lot	  of	  variaGon	  around	  that	  average.	  	  For	  some	  individuals	  who	  make	  up	  the	  
average	  the	  outcomes	  will	  be	  very	  good;	  for	  some,	  much	  less	  good;	  and	  for	  others	  sGll,	  the	  
intervenGon	  may	  even	  make	  maMers	  worse.	  You	  can’t	  just	  assume	  that	  the	  outcomes	  for	  your	  
student	  will	  be	  close	  to	  the	  average.	  
Nor	  can	  you	  assume	  that	  the	  reported	  average	  from	  a	  trial	  is	  the	  same	  average	  you	  would	  see	  
across	  your	  students	  or	  classes.	  What	  a	  study	  can	  establish	  is	  an	  average	  over	  the	  individuals	  in	  the	  
study.	  Even	  if	  it	  is	  a	  very	  large	  study	  and	  very	  well	  conducted,	  the	  average	  is	  sGll	  only	  for	  the	  study	  
populaGon,	  in	  the	  circumstances	  in	  which	  the	  study	  was	  conducted.	  	  
There	  are	  some	  staGsGcal	  strategies	  that	  researchers	  follow	  to	  deal	  with	  this	  problem.	  The	  EEF	  
makes	  available	  the	  results	  of	  a	  meta-­‐analysis	  across	  all	  available	  studies.	  That	  is	  essenGally	  an	  
average	  of	  all	  the	  averages.	  Does	  that	  make	  the	  eﬀect	  more	  robust?	  That	  depends	  on	  what	  you	  
know	  about	  what	  it	  takes	  to	  get	  the	  intervenGon	  to	  work.	  It	  also	  depends	  on	  what	  you	  know	  about	  
your	  students.	  Perhaps	  if	  you	  know	  nothing	  at	  all,	  ‘take	  the	  average	  of	  the	  averages’	  is	  the	  best	  you	  
can	  do.	  But	  then	  you	  should	  be	  cauGous	  in	  your	  predicGons	  about	  what	  your	  average	  will	  look	  like.	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Strategy	  2:	  Chain	  Maps	  
Chain	  maps	  are	  a	  great	  way	  of	  thinking	  through	  step-­‐by-­‐step	  how	  the	  intervenGon	  is	  
supposed	  to	  produce	  the	  desired	  outcome.	  Causal	  chains	  are	  only	  as	  strong	  as	  their	  
weakest	  link.	  If	  any	  of	  the	  intermediate	  stages	  look	  like	  a	  leap	  rather	  than	  a	  step,	  for	  
instance	  they	  are	  either	  diﬃcult	  to	  achieve	  or	  implausible,	  that	  is	  a	  sign	  that	  the	  
intervenGon	  won’t	  work.	  When	  you	  have	  a	  close	  connecGon	  between	  each	  step,	  you	  
have	  a	  strong	  indicator	  that	  your	  intervenGon	  is	  on	  the	  right	  track.	  
	  
Chain	  maps	  also	  help	  you	  work	  out	  what	  you	  would	  hope	  to	  see	  happening	  along	  the	  
way	  so	  you	  can	  monitor	  as	  you	  go	  and	  someGmes	  catch	  problems	  before	  it	  is	  too	  late.	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IntervenGon	   Intermediate	  Outcome	  1	  
Intermediate	  
Outcome	  2	  
Final	  
Outcome	  
Literacy	  for	  
maths	  
intervenGon	  
Improved	  
independent	  
understanding	  of	  
maths	  problems 	  	  
Able	  to	  
parGcipate	  
beMer	  in	  whole	  
class	  learning	  
Higher	  maths	  
aMainment	  
Unintended	  consequences	  and	  side	  eﬀects	  	  
Beware.	  Many	  intervenGons	  have	  side	  eﬀects	  you	  need	  to	  consider.	  For	  
example,	  small-­‐group	  or	  one-­‐on-­‐one	  intervenGons	  can	  work,	  especially	  if	  	  
designed	  to	  tackle	  a	  student’s	  weaknesses.	  However,	  someGmes	  too	  
much	  use	  of	  this	  can	  allow	  students	  to	  become	  too	  reliant	  on	  close	  adult	  
supervision.	  They	  can	  become	  less	  able	  to	  cope	  with	  learning	  in	  class	  
when	  unsupervised.	  This	  can	  reduce	  success	  even	  if	  the	  intervenGon	  can	  
work	  in	  principle.	  
	  
But	  have	  no	  fear!	  AnGcipaGng	  potenGal	  problems	  and	  responding	  to	  
feedback	  can	  prevent	  these	  problems.	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Strategy	  3	  –	  Measuring	  intermediate	  outcomes	  
For	   example,	   giving	   students	   explicit	   learning	   objecGves	   is	   one	   intervenGon	   for	  
retaining	  knowledge	  and	  skills.	  RetenGon	  of	  knowledge	  is	  a	  long-­‐term	  process,	  diﬃcult	  
to	  observe	   in	   the	   short	   term.	  But	   there	   is	   an	   intermediate	   stage	   that	   is	   supposed	   to	  
contribute	   to	   the	   outcome:	   remembering	   the	   learning	   outcomes.	   Typically,	   teachers	  
show	  the	  learning	  objecGves	  on	  a	  whiteboard	  and	  ask	  students	  to	  write	  them	  down	  in	  
their	  exercise	  books.	  You	  can	  then	  give	  students	  a	  quick	  quiz	  on	  this	  at	  the	  end	  of	  the	  
lesson.	  If	  they	  can’t	  remember	  what	  was	  on	  the	  board	  or	  in	  their	  exercise	  books	  then	  
the	  strategy	  of	  giving	  them	  learning	  objecGves	  is	  probably	  not	  working	  as	  it	  should.	  If	  
they	  can	  at	  least	  remember	  the	  learning	  objecGves,	  that	  is	  a	  posiGve	  sign	  that	  the	  rest	  
of	  the	  material	  will	  be	  more	  easily	  recalled	  and	  used	  in	  the	  future.	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SomeGmes	  the	  ﬁnal	  outcome	  of	  an	  intervenGon	  cannot	  be	  seen	  for	  a	  long	  
Gme,	  perhaps	  so	  long	  that	  it	  will	  be	  hard	  to	  change	  tack	  if	  the	  approach	  is	  
going	  wrong.	  But	  you	  can	  get	  a	  heads	  up	  on	  this	  by	  measuring	  
intermediate	  outcomes	  that	  should	  happen	  if	  the	  intervenGon	  is	  working.	  
Making	  the	  Most	  of	  the	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STEP	  THREE	  -­‐	  What	  support	  factors	  are	  needed?	  
	  
Suppose	  you	  have	  decided	  that	  an	  intervenGon	  has	  potenGal	  to	  
work	  in	  your	  sefng.	  SGll	  in	  order	  for	  it	  to	  work,	  some	  other	  
factors	  might	  have	  to	  be	  present.	  IntervenGons	  alone	  are	  rarely	  
enough	  on	  their	  own	  to	  produce	  the	  right	  outcome.	  They	  need	  
help	  –	  what	  we	  call	  support	  factors.	  	  
Striking	  a	  match	  is	  a	  good	  way	  to	  get	  a	  ﬂame.	  But	  not	  if	  it	  is	  
sopping	  wet	  or	  there	  is	  no	  oxygen	  in	  the	  room.	  It	  is	  just	  the	  same	  
with	  causes	  in	  educaGon.	  The	  cause	  you	  concentrate	  on	  is	  o\en	  
not	  the	  only	  one	  needed	  to	  produce	  the	  targeted	  outcome.	  
There’s	  always	  a	  set	  of	  supporGng	  factors	  needed	  as	  well.	  	  
If	  you	  don’t	  have	  these	  in	  your	  sefng	  –	  or	  can’t	  arrange	  for	  them	  
to	  be	  there	  –	  your	  intervenGon	  will	  not	  produce	  the	  intended	  
outcomes	  even	  if	  it	  has	  the	  capacity	  to	  do	  so	  in	  other	  cases.	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Support	  factors	  aﬀect	  which	  interven3ons	  do	  best:	  
Homework	  vs.	  One-­‐to-­‐one	  tui3on	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Suppose	  two-­‐thirds	  of	  your	  students	  have	  English	  as	  an	  
AddiGonal	  Language	  and	  also	  lack	  the	  space	  at	  home	  to	  
complete	  their	  homework.	  Giving	  out	  more	  homework	  
may	   be	   unlikely	   to	   help	   in	   this	   context.	   On	   the	   other	  
hand,	  the	  relaGve	  disadvantage	  of	  the	  class	  means	  that	  
more	   resources	   are	   likely	   to	   be	   available	   via	   the	   pupil	  
premium.	   This	   makes	   extensive	   one-­‐to-­‐one	   tuiGon	  
more	  	  aﬀordable,	  so	  in	  this	  case	  it	  may	  be	  more	  likely	  to	  
be	  a	  success	  than	  alternaGves.	  
The	   EEF	   toolkit	   summarises	   one-­‐to-­‐one	   tuiGon	   as	   oﬀering	  
‘Moderate	   impact	   for	   high	   cost,	   based	   on	   extensive	  
evidence’	   while	   homework	   in	   secondary	   schools	   is	  
‘Moderate	   impact	   for	   very	   low	   or	   no	   cost,	   based	   on	  
moderate	   evidence.’	   They	   are	   both	   associated	   with	   an	  
average	   of	   5	   months	   increased	   progress.	   That	   could	   be	  
taken	  to	  suggest	  that	  homework	  is	  simply	  beMer	  than	  one-­‐
to-­‐one	   tuiGon,	   achieving	   the	   same	   outcome	   but	   for	   less	  
cost.	  But	  as	  the	  toolkit	  explains,	  the	  5-­‐month	  average	  hides	  
a	  wide	  variaGon	  in	  outcomes.	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Strategy	  4:	  Cake	  Diagrams	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A	  cake	  diagram	  maps	  all	  the	  factors	  that	  must	  work	  together	  if	  	  the	  targeted	  
outcome	  is	  to	  occur.	  So	  it	  helps	  you	  focus	  on	  the	  support	  factors	  necessary	  
for	  your	  intervenGon	  to	  work.	  	  
As	  with	  baking	  a	  real	  cake,	  you	  need	  all	  the	  ingredients	  in	  order	  to	  get	  the	  
desired	  outcome.	  	  
This	  reminds	  you	  to	  see	  whether	  you	  have	  all	  the	  factors	  you	  need.	  Maybe	  
you	  will	  be	  able	  to	  get	  the	  missing	  ingredients	  or	  subsGtute	  an	  alternaGve.	  
For	  example,	  a	  famous	  California	  
class-­‐size	  reducGon	  programme	  
failed	  to	  increase	  student	  
aMainment	  because	  it	  was	  rolled	  
out	  too	  quickly	  so	  that	  there	  were	  
too	  few	  qualiﬁed	  teachers	  and	  no	  
extra	  classroom	  space.	  Both	  these	  
are	  necessary	  support	  factors	  if	  
small	  classes	  are	  to	  help.	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Cake	  Diagrams	  -­‐	  Missing	  Ingredients	  
Suppose	  that	  providing	  beMer	  feedback	  helps	  most	  when	  parents	  know	  what	  the	  feedback	  means	  and	  know	  how	  to	  
help	  their	  children	  respond	  to	  it	  when	  doing	  homework	  –	  it	  is	  a	  support	  factor	  for	  feedback	  to	  produce	  really	  good	  
outcomes.	  
	  
Now	  suppose	  you	  face	  a	  context	  where	  parents	  are	  less	  inclined	  to	  be	  involved	  with	  how	  well	  their	  child	  is	  doing	  and	  
to	   help	   with	   things	   like	   homework	   so	   you	   cannot	   expect	   feedback	   to	   have	   a	   strongly	   posiGve	   eﬀect.	   For	   some	  
students,	  who	  struggle	  to	  respond	  posiGvely	  to	  feedback	  without	  extra	  help,	  the	  eﬀect	  could	  even	  be	  negaGve.	  	  
	  
One	  response	  might	  be	  to	  combine	  the	  feedback	  intervenGon	  with	  an	  a\er-­‐school	  homework	  club	  (maybe	  one	  that	  is	  
already	  in	  place	  or	  one	  that	  can	  be	  established	  for	  the	  purpose).	  Explaining	  how	  wriMen	  feedback	  works	  to	  members	  
of	  staﬀ	  and	  volunteers	  who	  supervise	  the	  homework	  club	  can	  allow	  them	  to	  help	  students	  respond	  when	  trying	  to	  
improve.	  This	  could	  miGgate	  the	  problem	  of	  disengaged	  parents.	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Combining	  Interven3ons	  
Usually	  we	   think	   that	   combining	   intervenGons	  makes	   the	  outcome	  even	  more	   likely	  –	  
their	   inﬂuence	   is	   in	   a	   sense	   ‘addiGve’.	   	   On	   the	   other	   hand,	   two	   diﬀerent	   causes	   can	  
interact	   in	   a	  way	   that	   heightens	   or	   lessens	   the	   eﬀects	   of	   each,	   or	   they	  may	   together	  
have	   no	   eﬀect	   or	   even	   the	   opposite	   to	   the	   eﬀect	   that	   each	   would	   have	   on	   its	   own	  
(known	  as	  the	  ‘reversal	  of	  eﬀect	  direcGon’).	  	  
	  	  
This	  is	  something	  to	  keep	  in	  mind	  when	  predicGng	  the	  eﬀects	  of	  intervenGons.	  PosiGve	  
eﬀects	   can	   even	   be	   reversed,	   for	   example,	   when	   several	   intervenGons	   are	   tried	  
simultaneously	  but	  in	  a	  way	  that	  lacks	  co-­‐ordinaGon.	  Typically	  the	  overall	  eﬀect	  of	  two	  
intervenGons	  deployed	  together	   is	   less	  than	  the	  sum	  of	  what	  each	  can	  be	  expected	  to	  
produce	  on	  its	  own.	  	  
	  
For	  example,	  you	  may	  idenGfy	  a	  lack	  of	  eﬀecGve	  feedback	  and	  a	  lack	  of	  familiarity	  with	  
word-­‐leMer	   sounds	  as	   two	   factors	   limiGng	  a	   student’s	   reading.	   Suppose	  you	   introduce	  
two	   intervenGons,	   one	   involving	   a	   literacy	   computer	   game	   for	   the	   feedback	   problem,	  
the	   other	   an	   intensive	   phonics	   programme	   for	   the	  word-­‐leMer	   sounds.	   They	   are	   each	  
esGmated	   to	   improve	   reading	   ages	   by	   3	  months.	   But	   combining	   these	  might	   produce	  
only	   4	   months	   of	   improvement,	   rather	   than	   the	   6	   you	   would	   hope	   for	   if	   the	  
intervenGons	  were	  simply	  addiGve.	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  5:	  Quick	  exit	  decision	  trees	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Quick	  exit	  decision	  trees	  are	  an	  
alternaGve	  to	  cake	  diagrams.	  Rather	  
than	  trying	  to	  ﬁll	  in	  an	  enGre	  cake	  
diagram	  of	  supporGng	  factors	  at	  once,	  
you	  think	  of	  them	  one-­‐by-­‐one.	  Ask:	  can	  
this	  be	  put	  into	  place?	  If	  the	  answer	  is	  
YES,	  go	  on	  to	  the	  next.	  As	  soon	  as	  the	  
answer	  is	  NO,	  you	  know	  the	  
intervenGon	  won’t	  work.	  	  
This	  is	  a	  good	  way	  to	  rule	  intervenGons	  
out.	  	  
It	  can	  also	  be	  used	  to	  rule	  them	  in,	  so	  
long	  as	  you	  are	  sure	  enough	  you	  have	  
listed	  all	  the	  support	  factors	  necessary	  
for	  the	  intervenGon	  to	  work.	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Thinking	  together	  
Members	  of	  your	  team	  will	  all	  have	  diﬀerent	  pieces	  
of	   the	   picture	   to	   help	   make	   a	   decision.	   But	  
someGmes,	  especially	   in	  meeGngs,	   these	  pieces	  of	  
informaGon	   may	   not	   come	   out.	   One	   or	   two	  
individuals,	  for	  instance	  those	  who	  are	  conﬁdent	  in	  
speaking	   to	   the	   whole	   group,	   may	   dominate	   the	  
discussion.	  One	  way	  of	  gefng	  round	  this	   is	   to	  get	  
people	   to	   write	   down	   their	   views	   individually	  
before	  discussion	  takes	  place.	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You	   can	   think	   about	   evidence	   and	   your	   teaching	  
pracGce	  on	  your	  own.	  But	   it	   can	  be	  even	  more	  useful	  
to	   deliberate	   about	   these	   issues	   together.	   Group	  
discussion,	  especially	   in	   team	  meeGngs,	   is	   likely	   to	  be	  
essenGal	   for	   introducing	   any	   major	   intervenGon	  
successfully.	   But	   it	   can	   also	   be	   useful	   to	   discuss	  
approaches	  in	  less	  formal	  sefngs	  with	  colleagues	  and	  
fellow	   professionals.	   The	   two	   following	   strategies	   are	  
designed	  with	  these	  sort	  of	  sefngs	  in	  mind.	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Strategy	  6:	  The	  ‘Crystal	  ball	  method’	  
	  
Imagine	  a	  crystal	  ball	  reveals	  that	  
next	  term	  the	  	  intervenGon	  you	  
are	  now	  considering	  	  has	  failed.	  
Why	  would	  it	  have	  failed?	  What	  
factors	  would	  you	  suspect	  in	  
hindsight	  caused	  it	  to	  fail?	  Those	  
factors	  might	  well	  be	  the	  support	  
factors	  you	  need	  	  here	  and	  now	  
to	  make	  the	  intervenGon	  a	  
success.	  
One	  of	  the	  strengths	  of	  using	  this	  method	  in	  a	  group	  is	  that	  it	  gives	  a	  clear	  message	  that	  it	  is	  all	  right	  to	  menGon	  risks,	  
to	  discuss	  the	  possibility	  of	  the	  plan	  going	  wrong.	   	  It	  encourages	  people	  to	  use	  their	  creaGvity,	  to	  look	  for	  diﬃculGes	  
and	  to	  be	  rewarded	  for	  ﬁnding	  them.	  
	  	  	  
For	   instance,	   you	   could	  ask	  people	   individually	   to	  write	  down	  where	   they	  ﬁnd	  possible	   sources	  of	   failure,	   then	  go	  
around	   the	   room	  reading	   them	  out.	   	   StarGng	  with	   the	  person	  who	   is	   in	   charge	  of	   the	  proposal	   can	   set	  up	  a	   clear	  
dynamic	  of	  criGcal	  appraisal.	   	  This	  contrasts	  with	  the	  diﬀerent	  scenario	  where	  an	  enthusiasGc	  senior	  leader	  presents	  
the	   proposed	   intervenGon	   and	   asks	   if	   anyone	   has	   criGcisms	   or	   concerns,	  which	   can	  make	   people	  more	   shy	   about	  	  
raising	  possible	  snags.	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21	  
•  Get	  your	  team	  to	  assess	  separately	  the	  following	  
categories	  for	  each	  intervenGon	  under	  
consideraGon.	  Give	  each	  category	  a	  score	  of	  	  1-­‐10:	  
–  Size	  of	  the	  predicted	  eﬀect	  	  (10	  for	  very	  big)	  
–  Relevance	  for	  targeted	  students	  (10	  for	  very	  well	  
targeted	  at	  the	  students	  the	  intervenGon	  is	  for)	  
–  Cost	  (10	  for	  virtually	  no	  cost)	  
–  Bad	  side-­‐eﬀects	  (10	  for	  no	  foreseen	  bad	  side-­‐
eﬀects)	  
–  SupporGng	  factors	  (10	  for	  all	  foreseen	  supporGng	  
factors	  in	  place).	  	  
•  Total	  up	  each	  individual’s	  	  score	  for	  each	  
intervenGon	  (out	  of	  50	  in	  this	  case).	  	  
•  Compare	  the	  scores	  of	  	  team	  members.	  	  
•  See	  where	  you	  agreed.	  If	  lots	  of	  people	  
independently	  give	  a	  high	  score	  to	  an	  intervenGon,	  
that’s	  a	  posiGve	  sign	  that	  the	  intervenGon	  is	  likely	  to	  
work	  in	  your	  school.	  	  
•  You	  can	  then	  look	  at	  where	  you	  have	  diﬀerent	  
scores	  and	  discuss	  why.	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•  Research	  evidence	  is	  evidence	  of	  what	  has	  worked	  in	  various	  schools	  in	  the	  past.	  Whether	  
something	  that	  has	  worked	  elsewhere	  will	  work	  here	  and	  now	  requires	  careful	  thought.	  
•  Research	  evidence	  has	  its	  limits.	  Its	  strongest	  ﬁndings	  tend	  to	  be	  the	  average	  eﬀects	  of	  
measurable	  outcomes.	  The	  average	  may	  be	  indicaGve	  for	  your	  students	  but	  cannot	  be	  
deﬁniGve.	  Individual	  students	  will	  produce	  very	  diﬀerent	  outcomes.	  Some	  important	  
outcomes	  and	  some	  important	  causes	  of	  them	  cannot	  be	  easily	  measured.	  	  
•  It	  is	  important	  to	  understand	  the	  causal	  role	  of	  the	  intervenGon,	  or	  the	  mechanism	  through	  
which	  an	  intervenGon	  is	  meant	  to	  succeed.	  This	  helps	  you	  know	  when	  an	  approach	  is	  likely	  to	  
work	  here	  and	  now	  and	  to	  spot	  when	  potenGal	  problems	  with	  the	  intervenGon	  have	  emerged.	  
•  No	  evidence-­‐based	  intervenGon	  can	  be	  introduced	  alone.	  All	  will	  have	  support	  factors	  that	  
must	  be	  in	  place	  for	  them	  to	  succeed.	  
•  Research	  evidence	  can	  be	  important	  and	  very	  useful	  but	  it	  does	  not	  speak	  for	  itself.	  Even	  the	  
best	  research	  requires	  criGcal	  engagement.	  
•  Deciding	  whether	  an	  intervenGon	  will	  work,	  or	  is	  working,	  requires	  professional	  judgement,	  
preferably	  in	  the	  context	  of	  free	  and	  open	  deliberaGon	  amongst	  colleagues.	  Research	  evidence	  
is	  always	  showing	  what	  works	  for	  a	  parGcular	  context	  on	  parGcular	  populaGon	  of	  students.	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